EXPLORING   THE   LAND   OF   SHEBA              l8l

Actually these men were a guard of honour,, and the chief made
Philby welcome. Like Helfritz, Philby found Shabwa very dis-
appointing at first. The wretched little village of clay and
masonry gave little impression of the once mighty capital of the
Himyarites. Not a single ancient building stood intact, not one
pillar of the reported sixty temples stood upright; there was
simply a jumble of debris littcririi: a huge ruin-field.

Entering the ruins through the fallen remains of a gateway,
Philby was followed by a huge crowd of the natives. They all
seemed to think that in some way he would lead them to the
fabled treasure, and scrutinized carefully every sherd he picked
up. There was a great mass of fragmentary houses, and a long,
straight road, which eventually led to Shabwa's greatest monu-
ment, the Temple of Astarte. There was not much left of the
shrine above ground, but the column-bases of limestone could
be seen, besides some steps and an inclined ramp. At the top of
the ramp there had evidently been a colossal statue, and in
ancient times the approach to the portals must have been very
impressive. Three courses of well-trimmed blocks of masonry
marked the northern wall for fifty-five feet, but little remained
of the other walls.

All told, the ancient city covered an area of twenty-seven
acres, and was a perfect rectangle. The site of the old palace
could be traced; it seemed to be built in the same style as the
Temple of Astarte, although most of the masonry had been
incorporated in the miserable hamlet which squats on the site
to-day. The palace apparently abutted on to a corridor giving
access to the city'. Just inside the gate there was evidence of
some kind of temple or town hall partly built of marble. Else-
where the ruins defied analysis, except along the flanks of the
torrent-bed where there still stood the massive masonry of the
embankment wall. In short, Philby came to the conclusion
that Pliny's story of the sixty temples of Shabwa was a gross
exaggeration, and that if there were any truth in the story at all
it would apply not to the ancient capital but to the whole dis-
trict of Sheba.

The explorer was more impressed by the ruins of the ancient
irrigation system. The masonry of the main channels could still
be traced for a considerable distance, and here and there he